Introduction
Rhine-Main presents something of a paradox among the six urban agglomerations first designated as 'European Metropolitan Regions' in German strategic spatial policy in the mid-1990s. As Germany's most globally connected city-region centred on an internationally highly visible Frankfurt (Freytag et al., 2006) , it is arguably the agglomeration with the fuzziest external boundaries (Hoyler, 2005) and a comparatively weak regional identity (Blatter, 2005) .
Relations between Frankfurt as the dominant city in the region and its neighbouring municipalities have seen a long history of local competition and regional cooperation, resulting in changing institutional arrangements and a plethora of suggestions for metropolitan institutional reform (Scheller, 1998; Freund, 2003) .
In this paper, we revisit the latest round of attempts to establish a new regime of metropolitan governance in the polycentric Rhine-Main urban region.
First, we outline the national context of spatial policy and planning and discuss the recent strategic reorientation that moves away from the traditional focus on inter-regional equality and places greater emphasis on strengthening key metropolitan regions. Second, we show how political and economic actors in the administratively fragmented polycentric region have produced various contested and geographically divergent regionalizations of Rhine-Main. The underlying tensions and conflicts have been widely reported (Bördlein, 1999 (Bördlein, , 2000 Esser, 2001; Falger, 2001 ); here we explore how the functional diversity and multiplicity of perspectives in Rhine-Main have been reimagined as positive assets in the latest regional strategic policy documents and initiatives. We conclude with a critical evaluation of the state of metropolitan governance and spatial planning in Rhine-Main.
The New Metropolitan Discourse in German Strategic Spatial Planning
Spatial planning in postwar Germany has long been guided by the premise of balanced economic development to ensure equivalent living conditions throughout the national territory. Enshrined in the Spatial Planning Act of 1965, the idea of a 'spatial equilibrium at a national scale' (Brenner, 2000, p. 323) , achieved through an even spacing of cities following Christaller's (1966 Christaller's ( , 1933 central place theory, dominated the planning discourse in Germany until the end of the 1980s. Since German reunification in 1990, and accelerated by national and European debates about ways to ensure competitiveness in a globalising economy, a 'gradual paradigm shift' (Blotevogel and Schmitt, 2005) has become visible in strategic spatial planning. Neil Brenner has argued that the underlying change in policy focus constitutes a transformation 'from a system of policies for alleviating uneven geographical development into a framework that actively intensifies it by promoting the continued recentralization of growth within specialized core urban regions' (Brenner, 2000, p. 332) . Central to the new framework is the assumption that major metropolitan regions rather than individual cities or the national economy as a whole act as 'engines for societal, economic, social and cultural development' (BBR, 2005, p. 188) The changing rhetoric evident in national planning guidelines and spatial visions has been accompanied by renewed debates about appropriate forms of metropolitan governance within the identified EMRs. The latest federal spatial planning report repeats earlier calls for the creation of a new level of strong regional governance in metropolitan areas to enhance international territorial competitiveness (BBR, 2005, p. 188) , an argument that follows to some extent the dominant and often neoliberal narratives of globalization and interspatial competition that have informed much of Western European metropolitan policy discourse in recent years (Brenner, 2003, p. 18) . However, the realization of effective planning and governance structures in specific agglomerations varies substantially between German metropolitan regions (Blatter, 2005; Fürst, 2005; Hesse, 2005) , as the implementation of any such reforms depends on the cooperation of a multitude of political and economic actors within different institutional contexts. The diversity of forms of regional governance is in part due to contrasting historical trajectories and socio-economic structures of the metropolitan regions, and to the organization of the German federal system, built on the principles of subsidiarity and strong regional (Länder) and municipal autonomy. This finds expression in, for example, a multi-level planning system in which the federal state merely provides framework legislation and guidelines for regional planning (Kunzmann, 2001 ).
Each of the German Länder exerts authority over spatial planning in its territory and prepares regional planning policy guidelines, so-called development plans (Landesentwicklungsplan). The spatial planning legislation of the Länder divides their territories into planning regions (Planungsregionen), in each of which regional planning associations draw up a regional plan (Regionalplan). The municipalities of such a regional planning association participate in the development of the regional plan through a regional assembly. While cooperation between major German cities and their neighbouring municipalities has a long history in terms of collaborative regional planning and issue-specific modes of cooperation through the formation of special purpose associations (for example, Zweckverband for public transport or waste management), the strong constitutionally safeguarded autonomy of local government has often hindered the development of comprehensive modes of metropolitan governance (Fürst, 2005) . In addition, territorially fragmented regional identities and state competition in the federal system pose specific challenges for metropolitan regions that extend functionally across state boundaries, an issue that is particularly relevant in the case of Rhine-Main. 
New Institutions at the Heart of the Region
Current debates on spatial planning and metropolitan governance in RhineMain build on a long history of attempts to reform the institutional framework of city-regional relations for Frankfurt and its surrounding municipalities (Scheller, 1998; Freund, 2003) . Parallel to the establishment of the Rat der Region, a rival voluntary political framework for regional cooperation was initiated by the conservative mayor of Frankfurt in 2000, not least in an attempt to compensate for a lack of cooperation between the Planungsverband (dominated by Social Democrats and Greens) and the Rat der Region (conservative majority) (Blatter, 2005, p. 146). The Regionalkonferenz RheinMain, a regular meeting of directly elected mayors and heads of districts, covers an area equivalent to the much wider (cross-border) economic territorial definition of Rhine-Main (figure 2). It aims to stimulate municipal cooperation and to consult on sectoral issues such as economic development, culture, tourism and transport. However, in achieving these goals, the Regionalkonferenz faces difficulties that are similar to those of the Rat der Region, i.e. a weak institutionalization, lack of direct democratic legitimation, and political dissent and competition between municipalities that easily override cooperative aims (Blatter, 2005) .
The restricted range of responsibilities of the politically-weakened new planning association leaves much of the cooperation between Frankfurt and its neighbours to voluntary inter-municipal arrangements which are, however, not limited to the administrative boundaries of the Ballungsraum. These have been slow to develop and critics fear a weakening rather than strengthening of regional cohesion as a consequence of the new legislation (Schultheis, 2003) . As a collective 'ideal vision' of those engaged in regional institution-building and networking, it provides both a key reference point for the future development of Rhine-Main but at the same time reveals the inherent tensions between the territorial logic of spatial planning and the economically driven discourse of trans-border connections.
Developing a Vision
As visionary guideline for the legally binding land-use plans that are currently being developed for Südhessen and the Frankfurt conurbation, the Strategic Vision is the outcome of a cooperation between the two institutions responsible for spatial planning in the region, the Planungsverband Ballungsraum Frankfurt/Rhein-Main and the Regierungspräsidium Darmstadt. It is by no means a vision imposed by planning authorities alone, but was drafted after extensive consultation of about 280 regional actors drawn from the fields of politics, business, culture, municipal administration and higher education.
Although the wider public was invited to participate via an internet platform, the response (109 active participants; Salz et al., 2004, p (Freytag et al., 2006 , Fischer et al., 2005c do not feature at all in a Strategic Vision that cannot escape its institutional territorial logic. While the Strategic Vision has adopted the discourse of global economic competition, the hands of its authors are institutionally tied by administrative boundaries that cut through the functional relations highlighted as key assets in the document.
In the absence of any definite statements on controversial issues in the region, such as airport expansion, identification of new industrial estates or integration of immigrant populations, it may be argued that the Strategic Vision is little more than an exercise in regional branding and boosterism, driven by an entrepreneurial discourse that has shaped its objectives. The simultaneous publication of both a German and an English version would seem to support the contention that this is primarily a document directed at an outside audience (figure 5). Such a view, however, underestimates the potentially cohesive value of an agreed regional vision in a traditionally divided region. The Strategic Vision is as much an attempt to bring together the often conflicting interests of regional elites -at least in the Hessian core of the region -as it is an attempt to present a coherent image to the outside world.
The particular strength of the Frankfurt/Rhine-Main region lies in the multiplicity of towns and municipalities… We intend to make use of this extraordinary quality in a metropolitan region by developing the various different strengths and potentials of the different towns and rural areas. We intend to secure the development of the urban centres, make optimal use of existing settlement areas, and, in specific cases, develop new areas for settlement. (p. 5)
The Frankfurt/Rhein-Main region needs to take on two major tasks. Firstly, it must present an image of itself to the world, creating a profile as a region with good educational facilities, attractive jobs, and a high quality of life -a region where people enjoy living and working. Secondly, the individual municipalities must, as part of their role in managing their own affairs, develop their individual strengths -without neglecting positive synergy effects with other towns and municipalities. Thus they can develop productive competition which will benefit the region, and play their part in creating the region's profile. (p. 11) No man is an island -and today, the world is more closely interlinked than ever. This is both a challenge and an opportunity. For this reason, communication and the exchange of information form the basis of a successful region. One individual body or municipality cannot, alone, meet the variety of demands made of it. But the region, as a cooperation between a large number of different agents, can ensure that everyone profits from, and participates in, the overall network.
This competitive advantage is of benefit both to each individual and to the region as a whole. We intend to work together more closely with other metropolitan regions on a national and European level in order to increase efficiency and to jointly represent our interests in Europe…
The Frankfurt/Rhein-Main region is already one of the most important nodal points in the financial, transport and data exchange networks, both nationally and internationally. We intend to secure this position, and to develop it further…
The settlement structure of our region can be seen as a networked urban landscape in which the different municipalities, with their differing strengths, complement one another but are, at the same time, dependent on each other. of RhineMain united' (http://www.frm-united.com/). As such an economicallydriven view of unity runs counter to past political experiences in the region (Freund, 2003) , it remains to be seen if forms of 'creative governance' (Kunzmann, 2004) , that imaginatively rethink regional political and administrative cooperation in a cross-boundary Rhine-Main, can be more firmly established.
